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                                       HISTORY OF THE BRITS 

                                                CHAPTER 8 

 

                      CAN HISTORY HAVE A SCIENTIFIC METHOD? 

 

  “The most successful method of identifying, discovering and inferring facts is that 

of the natural sciences. This is the only region of human experience, at any rate in modern 

times, in which progress has indubitably been made. It is natural to wish to apply methods 

successful and authoritative in one sphere to another, where there is far less agreement 

among specialists.” 

       Isiah Berlin wrote in his “Proper Study of Mankind” 1997, p18: 

 

 I have claimed that a scientific background is almost indispensable to writing 

history with insight. Here I try to make good on that claim. I will argue that the most 

controversial propositions in history are so because of conflicts in the evidence which 

bears on them. So in history, as in science, a systematic and transparent method for 

weighing conflicting evidence is an absolute necessity. Without it how is one to 

distinguish serious history from mere propaganda or polemic? I will claim that there is a 

Scientific Method for weighing conflicting evidence and that it may be applied to 

historical arguments, albeit with some significant reservations. 

  To get a measure of the problem let us begin with a selection of contentious 

historical proposition, or hypotheses, some of which we will discuss later in this book. 

 

 TABLE(8:1):  CONTENTIOUS HISTORICAL PROPOSITIONS 

1 The Romans held back European civilization by almost two millennia. 

2 Throughout history Christianity has predominantly been a force for harm. 

3 The British Empire was a glorious episode in British history. 
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4 The Jews have been persecuted largely because they have consistently practiced 

racism themselves (not marrying out). 

5 British colonialism was good for India. 

6 The defeat of Napoleon was a tragedy for the majority of British people. 

7 Scotland would have done better outside the Union. 

8 The strategic bombing of Germany was a foolish waste of Allied resources. 

9 The Allies were right to A-bomb Japan. 

10 America has been Britain’s worst enemy. 

  

  

  I hope you agree that all the above hypotheses are both momentous and 

contentious. Certainly there are strong arguments both for and against each one. How 

could we come to a rational conclusion about them? In other words is there a proper 

‘Historical Method’(HM) ? Some historians have sought help from Science: thus Isiah 

Berlin  in the quote heading this chapter. But can Science oblige?  The problem lies in 

defining The Scientific Method itself. The distinguished zoologist Peter Medawar wrote: 

“Ask a scientist what he considers the scientific method to be, and he will adopt an 

expression that is at once solemn and shifty eyed; solemn because he feels he ought to 

declare an opinion; shifty eyed because he is wondering how to conceal the fact that he 

has no opinion to declare”. People, even some deluded scientists, imagine that scientists 

have a peculiarly logical and mathematical way of thinking that is both objective and 

effective. Indeed there is a whole subject area in academia called “The Philosophy of 

Science” centred on the matter. But practicing scientists keep well clear of it, feeling that 

what they do is more akin to a trade such as plumbing, than a branch of philosophy. And 

as for Mathematics it can have little to do with the matter for it knows nothing of Cause 

and Effect – the very heart-blood of Natural Science [Mathematics is about logical 

consistency – an entirely different concept].  In any case what have ethologists (who don’t 

use maths) studying gorillas in the cloud forest got in common with physicists smashing 

atomic particles (who do) ?  
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Medawar went on to write:  “The day to day business of science involves the exercise 

of common sense supported by a strong understanding ….” while Einstein averred that  

“Science is no more than a refinement of everyday thinking….” I  agree, but how does that 

everyday thinking work? It is so vital to our survival, and always has been, that, like our 

anatomy and physiology, it must be inherited almost entirely from our animal ancestors. If 

that is so then the crucial question to ask is “How do animals think?” . As far as I can see, 

we all, humans and animals alike, think primarily by using “The Association of Ideas”. 

We have an idea and then our curiosity leads us to seek for clues bearing on (associated 

with) that idea – both for and against it. Each clue has to be weighed, and when their 

combined weights come down decisively on one side or another we make up our minds 

and act. Gambling is involved because we can rarely be absolutely certain that an idea is 

right (or wrong). The best we can hope for, be we chimpanzees, detectives, scientists or 

historians, is that the Odds, either for or against, are persuasively high. That is Common 

Sense Thinking or CST for short.[Note 1] 

To incorporate a new clue, or piece of evidence E1, into our thinking about some 

hypothesis H, we can use the Gamblers’ Rule: 

 

              O (H| E1) = W(E1 |H)×O(H).                      (8:1) 

   which simply updates our Odds on H, given E1 from its previous value O(H) before 

incorporating E1 .  W(E1 |H) is simply a number called  ‘The Weight of   E1 as it bears on 

H’. Strong clues must be given high Weights, weak clues  low, while clues unfavourable 

to H  must have fractional Weights. It’s up to you to assign a Weight to each clue. 

             Obviously the Gambler’s Law can be applied over and over again, as each 

new clue turns up. And because it is multiplicative, high Odds can be reached, either for or 

against, if the clues generally weigh in the same direction. Eventually they may become 

high enough in combination for a decision to be reached about H – is it true or is it untrue.  

Let’s look at a simple example: 

     EXAMPLE 
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   Take a crime which a detective is trying to solve, with H being ‘X is the 

murderer’. There are only 7 feasible suspects so the detective assigns dispassionate Prior 

Odds on X’s guilt of 6 to 1 against, i.e. O(H) = 1/6. Then there are 3 clues to each of 

which she assigns a Weight so that her thinking process can be summarized in an 

‘Inference Table’  as follows: 

 

                             INFERENCE TABLE (8:1) FOR ‘X is guilty’. 

Clue  (E) W(E|H) O(H) O(H|E) 

Prior Odds  1/6  

Motive 2 1/6 2 times 1/6 = 1/3 

Opportunity 4 1/3 4 times 1/3 = 4/3 

Forensics 1/40  4/3 1/40 times 4/3 =1/30 

 

The evidence conflicts but the overwhelming Weight of the forensic clue results (for 

now) in presumed innocence (Odds of 30 to 1 against guilt). 

      Note that this algorithm (recipe) is simple (i.e. it breaks down into identical steps, 

one for each clue); it is multiplicative (so that a small number of clues pointing in the same 

direction can potentially lead to decisive Odds) and it is Provisional (further clues can 

always be factored in at the bottom. It feels like a process that animals could employ step 

by step or in one step – our chief requirement for CST. 

   Also note that only very rough-and-ready Weights could be set on clues 

such as Motive (sexual jealousy here) and Opportunity – but that is no good reason to 

ignore them; on the contrary. For many significant clues Weights cannot be specified to a 

precision better than a factor of 2. Note also the overwhelming Weight of the single 

forensic clue. But suppose it is unreliable? Or put more broadly: ‘How are we to deal with 

Systematic Errors ?’  (See later) 
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At the heart of this process of thinking lies the assignment of values for the Weights 

of each and every clue. And here comes an absolutely crucial refinement to this process, 

which I call the PAW – the ‘Principle of Animal Wisdom’: 

 

“The only Weights permissible in Common Sense Thinking are: 

W(E|H) = 4       ‘Strongly in favour of H’ 

W(E|H) = 2       ‘Weakly in favour of H’ 

W(E|H) = 1       ‘Neutral’ 

W(E|H) = ½      ‘Weakly against H’ 

W(E|H) = ¼      ‘Strongly against H’ “ 

 

Where does the PAW, which we didn’t use in Table (8:1), come from? Animals who 

have to use CST to make survival decisions cannot afford to be misled into rash actions by 

single false clues, or single ill-judged Weights. If they did so they would quickly become 

extinct.  The PAW is a precautionary measure which places the diversity, reliability and 

concordance of evidence above sheer tonnage or precision. Without such a constraint, a 

single clue, a single argument if you like, even it were unsound, could carry the day. [As it 

happens the forensic clue in Table (8:1) was wrong and led to the criminal escaping.] And 

that would be beyond foolish. So the PAW is just as vital to Science, and to History, and 

indeed to any usage of CST, as it is to survival out on the Serengeti.[See Note 1 for 

references to Common Sense Thinking] 

  

To see how our scheme for CST, including the PAW, might work in the context of 

History, we shall apply it to one of the controversial proposals in Table (8:1). Rather 

arbitrarily we pick Proposition 7 “Scotland would have fared better outside the UK”; at 

least it is topical and certain to rouse debate. 

                      INFERENCE TABLE (8:2) 

     HYPOTHESIS:  “Scotland would have fared better outside the UK” 
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CLUE WEIGHT ACCUM. ODDS  

1Been governed locally (mixed blessing) 2 2 

2 Spoken Gaelic not English ¼ ½ 

3 Gone bankrupt in 1707 (Darien scheme) ½ ¼ 

4 Kept control of its fish 2 ½ 

5 Kept control of its Oil 4 2 

6 Prob conquered in Counter Reformation ½ 1 

7 Prob conquered by Napoleon ½ ½ 

8 Conquered by Hitler 1/4 1/8 

9 Less opports for talented Scots abroad ½ 1/16 

10 Less trade with Eng. (eg shipbuilding) ¼ 1/64 

11 Been no part of Brit. Empire ½ 1/128 

12 Gone bankrupt 2009 (BOS) ½ 1/256 

   

 

 

Table (8:2), which shows my own attempt to tackle that proposition, illustrates both 

the strengths and the weaknesses of CST. Its main strengths are: 

(a) It is transparent. My arguments, and the Weights attached to each, are laid bare 

for criticism and amendment. 

(b) It stimulates broad research , because  with PAW- Weights being so low, many 

different clues may be needed to reach conviction either way 

(c) It is provisional, leaving room at the bottom for new clues to be incorporated, 

if they turn up. My mind is not closed to new arguments, but they will have to be 

numerous and strong to overturn my existing Odds. (256 to 1 against) 

 

Its main weaknesses are: 
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(i) I have had to select which clues to include, and which to omit. (I discarded 

several as too equivocal to weight). 

(ii) There is no logical justification for the value of most Weights. They largely 

have to be a matter of intuitive judgement – which could of course be wrong. 

Nevertheless, in this case at least, my Odds finish up so high that I feel confident in 

my final judgement – as it happens against the proposition. 

 

    At the same time the discussion highlights the treacherous nature of 

‘What If’ debates in History. If, as I am suggesting, an independent Scotland  would not 

have remained independent for long (because it has 6000 miles of remote coastline to 

defend) it might have been invaded by France during the Counter-Reformation (~1700) 

and forced into Catholicism; or turned Republican by Napoleon, or Fascist by Hitler. Most 

likely of all it would have been invaded by England (as in essence it was) to prevent all 

those other threatening incursions into the home isle. Selectively picking out those few 

arguments, like Oil, favourable to its cause, as the Scottish National Party is inclined to do, 

is  either extremely naïve, or downright dishonest. Would most Scots really have preferred 

to be Gaelic speaking subjects of France, or the Vatican or latterly Nazi Berlin? Somehow 

I doubt it.  Invasion and control by England may have been, by some way, the least bad of 

alternative feasible fates. 

Scotland aside I would argue that the approach here used to reach a conclusion has 

much to recommend it when it comes to discussing historical problems in general. It is 

open and frank. However ill-judged they may be at least the various Weights are declared 

and frank. And at the end there are combined Odds, no doubt imperfect, on the outcome 

being right. And  who seeks perfection when the Odds become so decisive? One doesn’t 

care whether they be exactly 100 to 1, or 500 to 1, instead of the 256 to 1 against, that we 

actually estimated here. On the other hand had they been as low as 5 to 1, or even 10 to 1, 

I would regard them, and the debate as a whole, as inconclusive – at least for now, and in 

need of more and better evidence. But that itself would be a fruitful conclusion. 
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The most innovative part of the suggested scheme is the PAW. It is vital to prevent a 

single but misguided argument, or a single strong but unsound piece of evidence, from 

carrying the day. All of the following unsound arguments, or clues, have misled 

humankind, sometimes holding back progress for centuries, sometimes causing untold 

misery and death: 

 

 

HISTORICAL ELEPHANTS IN THE ROOM 

The Pharaoh controls the Sun and Moon. 

The Earth is flat. 

The Sun goes around the Earth every 24 hours. 

The world began in 4004 BC 

Black people are sub-human  

We Germans (British, Chinese…) are a superior race 

The Hottentots (Aborigines, Jews ..) are inferior  

It must be true; it’s in the Bible (Koran……). 

Self-government is always better than colonial rule. 

You can tell a criminal by the shape of his head. 

Women are weak and inferior. 

---------s don’t suffer pain like we do. 

The IQ test is a measure of Intelligence. 

The Communist Manifesto is Scientific, therefore indisputable 

The communion wine is actually the blood of Christ. 

Of course continents can’t drift. 

Evolution simply isn’t true 

Our German army wasn’t defeated in 1918 

The weak must starve because there’s not enough food to go around. 

It’s their own fault if they’re poor. 

Diphtheria (Small-pox….) is caused by witches 
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Certain old women are possessed of the devil 

Abortion is murder 

Blood transfusions/ Euthanasia..… are against the will of God 

ETC ETC 

 

  At various times all the above beliefs have been held by humane and 

intelligent people. In crucial debates such Systematic Errors, as we call them in Science, 

have often proved to be the weighty but fatal Elephants in History’s room. Sometimes we 

cannot know whether this one or that of our cherished beliefs is actually an unsound 

Elephant. What we can do, by employing the PAW, is to dampen the effect they can have 

on our actions and decisions and thus limit the amount of unnecessary harm they could do. 

The PAW deliberately shrinks Elephants, sound or unsound, to roughly the same size as 

the other clues in the scales. PAW also makes CST so much easier to use, and so much 

more agreeable between individuals, because assigning clues to one of only five categories 

is vastly easier than assigning them specific Weights – which is what statisticians so often 

misguidedly try to do. 

All I am recommending is the same form of codified CST that most successful 

scientists (and wise people in general) appear to use. It is by no means fool-proof, it 

involves gambling (choosing clues and setting Weights) and it will by no means work as 

well in History as it does in Science. Why not? For two significant philosophical reasons: 

(a) In the natural world important ‘Principles of Uniformity’ [David Hume 1738] 

seem to obtain, rendering Science much simpler than History – indeed they are the main 

reason for Science’s success. Thus we can assume: ‘All Oxygen atoms are (nearly) the 

same’; or ‘The geological processes acting in the past were no different from the ones we 

can observe in action today’; or ‘The Laws of Nature are everywhere and everywhen the 

same’. We cannot prove these principles of uniformity, but assuming them appears to lead 

to very fruitful results. But that is no good reason to apply them to say history. For 

instance, all human individuals are not the same; the historical past is not exactly like the 

present, and so on. 
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(b) Keynes’ ‘Principle of Limited Variety’ (PLV) asserts that CST will only work 

if there are a limited number of hypotheses to choose between. The interpretation of 

dreams is futile because there is an infinitude of possible interpretations [I would argue, 

for the same reasons that Psychology and Economics are futile subjects]. In an historical 

investigation there may be a limited number of hypotheses to choose between. If there are 

then, by all means use CST in an Inference Table.  If there are not, then don’t try. One 

might for instance use the PLV to argue that there were too many alternative scenarios in 

the Scottish Independence discussion above to make the application there of CST reliable, 

and perhaps that is so. All I would conclude with any confidence is that, because of its 

immensely long coastline, Scotland would be, and remains, highly vulnerable to invasion. 

Remaining independent for long was therefore never a practical option. The prefix ‘Mac’ 

to so many Scottish names is a reminder that it has been invaded time and again from 

Ireland, which is a mere hour or so’s sail upwind. 

 

  History can never be an exact science, and we should not pretend that it 

can be. But by employing Inference Tables and assigning Weights according to the PAW, 

we can sometimes do a lot better than much of the stuff which has passed for History in 

the past; and still does. If nothing else it should be transparent. 

 

NOTES 

1 The paperback account of Common Sense:  Thinking for Ourselves by me is on 

Amazon (Kindle Publishing) 2020, where you can find a Table of Contents. There  is also 

a description of it on our website at mjdisney.org under the ‘My Books’ Category. 

2 The massive intellectual footprint of the Scots is described in ‘How the Scots 

invented the Modern World’ by Arthur Herman (an American). [England’s appalling 

universities at Oxford and Cambridge were self-proclaimed seminaries dedicated to 

strangling the Enlightenment; see Ch.20] Had you sat at a meeting of the Oyster Club in a 

tavern in Edinburgh in the 1790s you might have encountered the greatest collection of 

intellectual gunpowder ever gathered on this planet, including Joseph Black (founder of 
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both Chemistry and Thermodynamics), James Hutton (‘the father of Geology’) ,David 

Hume ( arguably the world’s greatest philosopher, though he thought of himself as a 

historian), Adam Smith (founder of Economics), James Watt ( steam engine)…. all 

arguing with one another. No wonder Edinburgh was called ‘The Athens of the North’. 

But ‘Athens’ didn’t do it justice; in my opinion Athens was never in the same league. 

3 Recent accessible accounts of History’s ambitions, methods and failings include: 

What is History? By E. H. Carr; and   

The Uses and Abuses of History by Margaret Macmillan. 

 

 

 

GENERAL ADVICE : Always look at our website mjdisney.org inside HOB&&& 

for more. It’s always accumulating. Remember this is a LIVE BOOK 
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